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WORKGROUP BRIEFING PAPER 

 
DRAFT Goal Area: Alaska children have quality early learning experiences 
Objective #1 – QUALITY 
More Alaska children in child care or pre-elementary programs are in quality programs. 
Objective #2 – ACCESSIBILITY 
More families have access to early care and education; identify and limit obstacles to access. 
Objective #3 – AFFORDABILITY 
Alaska families have more affordable child care options. 
Objective #4 –WORKFORCE 
There will be a stable, well qualified and fairly compensated early care and learning workforce. 
Objective #5 – TRANSITIONS 
Children and families experience supportive transitions and continuity of services across early care and 
education and K-12 settings (cited from Oregon plan). 
Objective #6 – FAMILY ENGAGEMENT 
Families, particularly within disadvantaged and vulnerable populations, are empowered throughout their 
children’s educational experience.  
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Background and Workgroup Plan Framework Worksheet 
 
The 6 DRAFT objectives are listed below with the following information: 

1. Needs assessment data 
2. Needs assessment considerations 
3. Proposed strategies, actions, leads and performance measures will need to be developed for 

each objective to fully build out the strategic plan framework for this Goal Area. Some of this 
work has been started to help move the process forward. 

 
Workgroups are asked to do the following: 

1. Agree on the Objectives and provide editing feedback 
2. Establish Strategies, Actions, Leads and Performance Measures 
3. When possible, tie back to needs assessment data or considerations, or identify data gaps. 

Some activities may be addressed under the Infrastructure workgroup. 
 
Objective #1 – QUALITY: More Alaska children in child care or pre-elementary programs are in quality 
programs. 
Strategy 1 - Increase participation in Learn & Grow (QRIS) 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 2 -  
• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

 
Needs Assessment Data: 

• Quality child care and preschool programs is defined by the Joint Task Force as an early childhood 
program that is licensed, certified, or approved and in good standing with their oversight agency. 

• Fewer than half of Alaska children in child care or pre-elementary programs statewide are in quality 
programs. Currently, high quality is defined as a program with a continuous quality improvement plan 
(CQIP) in place. 

• Parent satisfaction is another indicator of quality. Data is limited on parent definitions of quality and 
satisfaction with services. One indicator, the Alaska Childhood Understanding Behaviors Survey (CUBS), 
found 18% of respondents would prefer a different type of child care than they currently use. This 
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indicator of dissatisfaction was slightly higher among urban respondents (19%) than among rural 
respondents (14%).  

• Among parents of children under age 3 with unique developmental needs, a 2018 Family Outcomes 
Survey found that among respondents whose children use child care, 89% agreed they had “excellent” 
child care all or most of the time. This figure was higher among urban than rural families. This data 
should be used with caution as the sample size is small and not randomized. 

• As of August 2019, 42% of eligible programs (licensed child care centers, group homes, and home 
programs) in Alaska were enrolled in Learn & Grow. These include 20 programs beginning the process, 
111 at Level 1, and 26 at Level 2. Supports and resources for participating programs include free 
technical assistance and training and a one-time quality award of $500 for programs serving up to 30 
children, and $1,000 for programs serving more than 30 children upon receiving Level 2 recognition. 
Typical annual state QRIS growth rate is 10%. 

• Learn & Grow is working in partnership with Head Start and pre-elementary programs, which currently 
do not participate in Learn & Grow, to develop an aligned quality improvement system and ways to use 
existing evidence to document a levels of quality. The federal Office of Head Start adopted regulations 
in 2016 requiring Head Start programs to participate in their states’ QRIS; this requirement has been 
delayed several times, and a new rule issued in November 2019 delays implementation until 
September 30, 2021. Insert L&G brief description. 

• Learn & Grow is funded by Child Care & Development Funds. In FY 2019, $7 million in CCDF dollars 
were allocated to thread, Alaska’s Resource & Referral Network, which operates Learn & Grow and 
other programs designed to improve quality of early child care and education. These dollars count 
toward the federal requirement that at least 7% of CCDF dollars are allocated to quality improvement 

 
Needs Assessment Considerations: 
• Consider that families report wanting quality early education care for their young children, including child 

care, preschool education, and health and social service supports. Perceptions of quality differ depending 
on individual needs and values. This is documented most clearly for child care, though families face trade-
offs throughout the early care and education system. 

• Consider broadening stakeholder participation in development of culturally appropriate assessments and 
indicators. Some tribal providers observe predominant assessment systems are rooted in western 
concepts, and Alaska Native children and programs sometimes fare poorly due to misalignment with 
cultural traditions, languages, and values. 

• Learn & Grow anticipates the need to grow internal qualified technical assistance and coaching staff to 
support participating programs. 

• Early childhood educators and leadership stability help embed values and practices associated with quality 
in a program and ensure improvements last. 
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• Consider establishment of time for early childhood educators for QRIS coaching and technical assistance. 
Many programs do not have extra staff or financial resources to pay for substitutes. 

• Some child care providers may still be unaware of Learn & Grow’s benefits, including support for 
professional development.  

• Consider in regulations that simple requirements may be important. As one longtime Alaska ECE provider 
and advocate observed, regulations are intended to improve quality, and often do, though sometimes they 
have the unintended consequence of reducing access. Providers may opt out if they feel requirements are 
too burdensome or inappropriate to their circumstances. 

• Consider the reasons national research finds mixed results of QRIS programs. Among the reasons: 
curriculum fidelity – a key driver of high quality – is difficult to ensure; measuring the quality of 
interactions and relationships is costly and time-consuming; and results do not necessarily improve parent 
choice. Experts suggest states use validation study results and other research to refine QRIS systems to see 
meaningful results. 

• Investment. Continue engaging policy makers, businesses, tribes, Alaska Native corporations, and 
economic development groups in discussions about how their interests align with increased availability 
and quality of ECE statewide.   

• Consider increasing the use of shared or streamlined monitoring among programs to increase efficiency 
and collaboration. 
 
Objective #2 – ACCESSIBILITY: Increase the number of families with access to early care and education; 
identify and limit obstacles to access. 
 
Strategy 1 – Ensure a range of program models are available to meet the diverse needs of families. 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 2 – Develop and implement strategies to increase programs for underserved and vulnerable 
populations. 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 
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Needs Assessment Data: 
• An estimated 47,000 children statewide, including 9,200 in rural areas, and at least 7,700 who are in 

poverty status (vulnerable or disadvantaged) are currently in need of pre-elementary and other care 
services because all adults in their household are in the labor force, whether they receive care or not.  

• Among households with children 0 to 5 years of age who are not in care, 22% include an adult who is 
not employed or works restricted hours due to a lack of access to child care services. This is the case 
for 34% of rural and 25% of households in poverty status. Rural children disproportionately use non-
regulated child care services. 

• Tribal Head Start programs, which serve children ages 3 to 5, provide the majority of regulated care in 
most smaller rural communities. Thus, there is more unmet need for care for children younger than 3 
years of age and for families who do not qualify for Head Start. Additionally, some communities do not 
have Head Start services. 

• Other segments of the population may be underserved. There is often a shortage of regulated child 
care slots for infants, who require higher caregiver-to-child ratios than older children. For example, in 
the City and Borough of Juneau, less than 7% of all slots are open to children 18 months of age or 
younger. 

• For children birth through 3 years of age with developmental needs, just over half of families report 
there is child care available where they live that can meet their child’s needs. Another 21% report such 
care is “sometimes” available, and 27% report it is “never” available. 

• Mismatched schedules present a problem for many families seeking child care. Child care and pre-
elementary and primary school programs are typically available Monday through Friday during 
business hours. Some Alaskans work alternative schedules such as occasional or shift work, overnight 
work, week-on-week-off schedules, or seasonal work, and lower-wage jobs often have variable 
schedules. 

• Some providers cite transportation as a barrier for families. Getting a child to and from child care or 
education services may be challenging for low-income and vulnerable families, who are less likely to 
own reliable vehicles. The distances required to travel in sparsely populated parts of Alaska and a lack 
of public transportation options compound the challenge. 

• Rural availability. Early care and education services, including health and social services and care and 
education, are often less available in rural areas of the state than in urban centers. For child care and 
preschool services, Head Start programs (which serve children ages 3 to 5) provide the majority of 
regulated early care and learning in many rural communities. Thus, there is often need for care and 
learning services for children younger than 3 years of age and for families who do not qualify for Head 
Start.  Additionally, some communities do not have Head Start services at all. 
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Needs Assessment Considerations: 
• Consider expanding Early Head Start-Childcare Program partnerships. 
• Consider advocating for application of less restrictive child care rules regarding co-pay for greatest 

flexibility to meet needs. 
• Informal early care and learning systems. Consider further research on informal ECE services in 

Alaska. Though care and learning outside of licensed services and programs is a substantial part of the 
system (almost half of children typically in child care or preschool programs are in care not regulated 
and not tracked within existing data systems), data, information on locations and type of care, and 
support for such systems is scant. 

• Create pathways to explore the pros and cons of tribal compacting as a potential means of giving 
tribes more autonomy to provide culturally appropriate services, and more flexibility to use allotted 
funding. 

 
Objective #3 – AFFORDABILITY: Alaska families have more affordable child care options.  
Strategy 1 - Increase the % of market rate for child care assistance 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 2 - Establish child care assistance rates and eligibility requirements that ensure access to resources to 
families in need. 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

 
Needs Assessment Data: 

• A 2019 survey of a representative sample of 870 Alaska parents found that among households in which 
adults’ ability to work was impacted by lack of child care, cost of services has a major impact for the 
largest proportion of respondents at 72%. Sixty-two percent cite availability as a major impact, while 
51% cite quality. 

• Overall, the most important factor in urban areas is cost (for 56% of respondents), followed by quality 
and availability, at 22% each. In rural areas of the state, availability is the most important factor for 
50% of respondents, followed by cost for 36%, and quality for 14%. 

• On average, Alaska families spend more than 10% of median income in two-parent households, and up 
to 34% for single-mother households on child care and early education services.  

• The average annual cost of licensed child care services for Alaska families is $12,000 per year. The 
federal government defines affordable child care as care that costs no more than 7% of a family’s 
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income. Alaskans spend far more of their income on child care, particularly those in single-parent 
households. 

• Approximately 16% of Alaska families with children 0 to 5 years of age receive child care assistance 
from the government or an employer. This support is helpful but has limitations. Families with child 
care subsidies must cover the sometimes significant difference between the subsidy and program 
costs. 

• Alaska’s high cost of living also impacts affordability. Anchorage costs of living are 27% higher than 
average U.S. cities, and rural Alaska is more expensive than Anchorage. The most recent school district 
cost study, which uses Anchorage as a basis of comparison, found districts outside of Anchorage spend 
from 7% to 100% more than Anchorage to provide an equivalent education.  A comprehensive cost of 
living analysis has not been performed statewide. 

 
Needs Assessment Considerations: 

• On average, Alaska families spend more than 10% of median income in two-parent households, and up 
to 34% for single-mother households on child care and early education services. While financial 
assistance is available to some families, others do not qualify. 

 
Objective #4 –WORKFORCE: There will be a stable, well-qualified and fairly compensated early care and 
learning workforce. 
Strategy 1 - Increase the number of trained and well-qualified early care and learning professionals. 
(professional development) 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 2 - Improve wages for workers (compensation comparable to professionals with like qualifications 
and responsibilities in education and health care.) 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 3 - Increase retention of early care and learning professionals 
• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 
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Needs Assessment Data: 
• In a 2019 analysis, the Alaska early care and education workforce includes at least 7,200 full and part-

time jobs. 
• State data shows that in 2017, positions in the sector were occupied by females for 88% of 

administrators, 89% of child care workers, 93% of preschool teachers, and 99% of special education 
preschool teachers. Among the 2,121 child care workers in 2017, 40% were under 24 years of age. 

• Wages in this sector are among the lowest in the Alaska economy, at $1,845, or approximately 40% of 
average monthly private sector wages. 

• Monthly wages for early care and learning occupations are lower than wages for all other occupations 
in Alaska’s education sector, less than for K-12 teachers and administrators.  

• The weighted-average monthly wage for the four early care and learning occupations is $2,723, as 90% 
of early care and learning jobs are in the two lowest-paid occupations in the education sector. 

• Monthly wages do not necessarily reflect annual income earned by the ECL workforce. Approximately 9 
of 10 (87%) child care workers earned less than $25,000 in annual wages in 2017, as did 63% of 
preschool teachers. This indicates that many workers are part-time.  

• Wages. Private sector wages in the Child Day Care Services sector averaged approximately $22,000 in 
2017, or 40% of the average wage for all Alaska workers. Self-employed child care workers grossed an 
average of $17,000 in 2017. 

• Preschool teachers and administrators earn more, but less than their counterparts in K-12. Average 
child care wages in Alaska are 15% below the national average in terms of purchasing power. These 
low wages, along with high stress, contribute to a shortage of qualified workers. 

• Turnover. Forty-three percent of all Child Day Care Services sector employees in 2015 were not with 
the same employer in 2016. By 2017, 62% were no longer with the employer from 2015. More than a 
third (37%) of employees in the Child Day Care Services sector in 2017 held more than one job. Such 
numbers indicate that the sector is not providing wages needed to retain a quality, skilled workforce.  

• High turnover makes continuity of care and relationship-building a challenge and creates a disincentive 
for employers to invest in training workers. 

• Special education staffing (IDEA Part B transitions). Rural school districts in particular report difficulty 
recruiting and retaining preschool special education staff due to wages that are too low compared to 
local cost of living, housing shortages, isolation, and reported burnout. 

• Background checks. Turnaround time in the state’s Background Check Program may impact hiring, as 
child care providers can hire on a provisional check, though Head Starts require a full check that can 
take longer. 
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Needs Assessment Considerations: 
• Consider working closely with policymakers to communicate the role of ECE workers in enabling 

Alaskans to work productively and contribute to a thriving economy. 
• Consider engaging Alaska employers in supporting and investing in a high-quality ECE workforce.  
• Consider supporting planning and investment in the ECE workforce through coordination of efforts of 

the Alaska Departments of Health & Social Services, Education & Early Development, and Labor 
& Workforce Development in an economic development strategy.  

• A survey of models in other states may be helpful. 
• Consider continuing to increase awareness of the potential benefits of the SEED program. 
• Consider increasing availability and flexibility of education and training for child care workers, such 

as providing multiple paths to certification, and supporting more in-house training. 
    
Objective #5 – TRANSITIONS: Children and families experience supportive transitions and  
continuity of services across early care and education and K-12 settings (Oregon plan) 

Strategy 1 - Increase the use of best practices and collaboration between programs in supporting smooth 
transitions for children in ECL programs. 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 2 -  
• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

 
Needs Assessment Data: 

• Documented transition planning is required for children with an established delay in development or 
disability by 2 years of age and are potentially eligible to receive IDEA Part B 619 services upon exiting 
Part C services. Part B 619 services provide preschool special education services to children ages 3 
through 5 years. 

• Of the 966 toddlers with developmental delays and/or disabilities exiting Part C in FFY 2017, 58% 
were potentially eligible for Part B preschool services. All had timely transition planning, meaning 
Early Intervention/Infant Learning Program staff notified the state educational agency (SEA) and local 
educational agencies (LEA) of children’s potential eligibility for Part B preschool services and 
conducted transition conferences. 
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• Part B 619 services are provided by Alaska’s school districts. Data from the Fall 2017 child count shows 
532 three-year-olds were found eligible for Part B 619 services. At the end of the 2016-2017 school 
year, school districts reported receiving 420 referrals from Infant Learning Programs of which 82% 
were found eligible. 

• Race and ethnicity in assessment results. The percentage of Alaska Native/American Indian 3rd grade 
students who score at advanced/proficient levels in English language arts on the PEAKS assessment is 
significantly lower than the proportion of students statewide at that level (13% versus 37% 
respectively). This is the lowest percentage of students in any race category. 

• Economic status in assessment results. Third grade students who are not economically disadvantaged are 
more likely to record advance/proficient scores in English language arts on the PEAKS assessment, at 49%, 
compared to 26% of students who are economically disadvantaged. 

• Resources. Effective collaboration takes time and resources. For example, one interviewee said efforts to 
get pre-k and kindergarten teachers to work together to improve transitions are challenged by a lack of 
funding for substitute teachers, and lack of substitutes, making it difficult to create time for teachers to 
meet. Large distances also hinder collaboration; web and phone communication are helpful but in-person 
communication brings unique value toward building consensus, trust, and effective working relationships. 

• Kindergarten transition policies. There is no statewide policy for kindergarten transitions, and most 
districts likewise do not have districtwide policies. 

Needs Assessment Considerations: 
• Consider support for immersion and optional school programs that integrate local cultures and address 

intergenerational trauma associated with the education system. 
• Consider analyzing the appropriateness of school assessment tools for Alaska Native children, and of 

the reasons for the disparity in PEAKS assessment scores by economic status and race. 
• Consider supporting additional research and data sharing on kindergarten readiness factors in Alaska 

to move the state toward a common understanding of kindergarten readiness. 
• Consider supporting improved data sharing and collaboration on data protocols and priorities between 

DHSS and DEED on early childhood metrics, especially regarding children with developmental 
disabilities or delays. 

• Consider developing local or statewide policies supporting early childhood transitions. 
 
Objective #6 – FAMILY ENGAGEMENT: Establish effective partnerships with families, particularly within 
disadvantaged and vulnerable populations, throughout their children’s educational experience. 
 
Strategy 1 - Increase the implementation of family support models such as Strengthening Families in ECL 
settings. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  
  
 
 
 
 
 

11 

• Action + lead 
• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

Strategy 2 - Increase the capacity of ECL programs to be responsive to the cultural and language needs of the 
families they serve. 

• Action + lead 
• Performance measure: 

 
Needs Assessment Data: 

• Building strong family partnerships early can help children avoid and overcome adverse childhood 
experiences and build families’ confidence and competence in supporting and advocating for their 
children’s needs. 

 
Needs Assessment Considerations:  

• Family engagement. Consider establishing strategies and priorities for effective partnerships with 
families, particularly within disadvantaged and vulnerable populations, throughout their children’s 
educational experience. Building strong family partnerships early can help children avoid and 
overcome adverse childhood experiences and build families’ confidence and competence in supporting 
and advocating for their children’s needs. 

 
 


